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Madam Chairperson,
Distinguished Members of the Committee,
I am Dan Rashal, Commissioner for Equal Rights of Persons with Disability in Israel's Ministry of Justice.
I appreciate deeply this special opportunity to appear before this honorable committee, as one of the heads of the Israeli delegation.
After decades of a professional career in the business sector, I began my tenure as Commissioner almost two years ago.
Being a person with a disability from birth, I don't believe I am more suitable and capable to serve in this esteemed and important position, than a person with no disability. However perhaps, my personal life experience has contributed to my sensitivity to numerous areas, concerning the rights of persons with disabilities.
The Commission for Equal Rights of Persons with Disability was established in 2000, by the Equal Rights for Persons with Disability Law, which was enacted in 1998. This law authorizes the Commission to protect and advance the equal rights of all persons with disabilities in Israel, and enforce the Equal Rights for Persons with Disability Law, as well as other laws in Israel affecting the rights of persons with disabilities.
The vision of the Commission, is to achieve the ultimate goal of our Equal Rights Law, which is equal rights for all persons with disabilities, with full inclusion and active participation, in all aspects of life and Israeli society, and no discrimination.
The Israeli government resolution ratifying the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disability in 2012, also appointed the Commission, as the focal point and coordinating body, in all matters relating to the promotion, protection and monitoring of the implementation of the Convention, in accordance with Article 33 of the Convention.
The Commission acts as a separate body in the Ministry of Justice, operating with its own budget, offices, and personnel.
[bookmark: _Hlk143615752]In accordance with the Equal Rights Law, the Commission consults periodically with an advisory committee, which is appointed by the Minister of Justice and the Minister of Welfare, and has a diverse make-up, with the majority of the Committee being persons with disability and the rest being representatives of organizations engaged in the promotion of the rights of persons with disabilities, experts in disabilities issues and disability rights, lawyers, and public representatives. The Commission intends to provide the advisory committee with a full report on this important review before this respected Committee.
The Commission has an independent voice in all public discussions, including in the Israeli Parliament committees, on legislation and other matters relating to rights of persons with disabilities. The Commission also acts independently vis-à-vis other regulators, with regard to changes in policies and legislation.
I believe that speaking publicly and raising awareness can take the Commission a long way, towards achieving our vision and goals. However, it is my view, that real, effective, and sustainable change and difference, are achievable only where raising awareness activities  are accompanied by legislation and effective enforcement.
To this end, the Law places several enforcement mechanisms in the hands of the Commission – from representing individuals with disabilities in cases of discrimination, or failure to meet accessibility requirements, in civil cases or class actions – to issuing administrative orders enforcing accessibility, that can lead to criminal charges, in cases of non-compliance with the terms of the order.
Notably, Amendment 23 to the Law, that was passed a year ago, and has just recently entered into force, gives the Commission the authority to levy administrative fines, for violations of accessibility provisions, on private as well as public sector entities, including government agencies. We expect this amendment to bring about a significant change in the entire accessibility enforcement regime in Israel.
Generally, the Law empowers the Commission to file civil lawsuits in cases of discrimination, against persons with disabilities, in employment and in relation to public places and services, as well as in cases of violations of accessibility regulations.
Over the years, it has been determined that the Commission is not authorized to file lawsuits on behalf of the Commission, against government entities and officials; and lawsuits filed on behalf of the Commission against other entities, require clearance from the Attorney General's  Office.
Since the government is a major employer, and service provider, affecting the lives of practically every person, the Commission sees great importance in its ability to act independently, when the need arises to supervise and enforce the implementation of the Equal Rights Law on governmental bodies.
Over the years since the legislation of the Equal Rights for Persons with Disability Law, and the ratification of the Convention, significant milestones have been achieved in various areas. Two such major achievements are the formulation – and implementation – of the accessibility regulations – a result of joint efforts with government ministries and civil society organizations, and the resulting enforcement options. All of which have undoubtedly yielded success to various degrees, and propelled progress in promoting equal rights for persons with disabilities.
[bookmark: _Hlk143547683]This is the place to mention, that just a couple of days ago, our High Court of Justice gave an extremely important ruling, with regard to a questionable decision made by the Ministry of Education, about classes for children with disabilities. The ruling struck down a decision of the Ministry of Education, in part because the Commission, as the ruling states, being the central authority and regulator in matters relating to rights of persons with disabilities, was not consulted with prior to the decision. This ruling affirms and strengthens the position and power of the Commission, as was given the to the Commission by the law.
Nevertheless, there are significant areas in which there is still a pressing need for reform:
First, accessibility regulations and provisions in some major areas. Notably, the Ministry of Health and the Ministry of Interior have yet to issue regulations mandated by the Law, breaching the deadline set by the Law of no later than 2006.
[bookmark: _Hlk143618279]Second, inclusive education according to Article 24 to the Convention/ Despite the Ministry of Education's espousal of inclusive education policy for pupils with disabilities, in practice, statistics show that a significant proportion of children with disabilities study in special education school settings – separated from general schools, with a decline in recent years in the proportion of children with disabilities studying in inclusive education.
[bookmark: _Hlk143618779]Other causes of concern in the field of education, are budgeting favoring separate special education schools, making them more attractive to parents of children with disabilities,  and the allocation of resources based on criteria of disability types, rather than on specific needs of children with disabilities.
Having said that, promise for much needed change in the field of education, can be found in the appointment of the Shapira Committee by the Minister of Education, with the charter to re-examine the entire special education system. Our Commission is actively involved in the vital work of the Shapira Committee, as my colleague from the Ministry of Education will elaborate.
Third, there are still concerns in the realm of independent living in the community, in accordance with article 19 of the Convention. While some progress has been made by the enactment of the Social Services for Persons with Disability Law, which was passed last summer, given that it dictates a decrease in separate full-care living facilities, additional measures are still called for.
Aligned with article 19, and prompted by the recent Dotan Committee report, highlighting the harm inflicted on individuals with disabilities residing outside the community, efforts are being directed towards a government resolution outlining a timeframe for deinstitutionalization and expanding home residential facilities, as well as other systems supporting autonomous living in the community. 
Fourth, discriminatory anomalies still exist in services and allocation of social benefits, based on the nature and the origin of disabilities. The Commission will continue to demand a shift, towards a comprehensive system of support, based on individual abilities and needs, and in line with the Convention.
Beyond these specific areas, that are still in much need of reform, a broader perspective, covering the entire scope of lives of individuals with disabilities, is imperative.
Our continuous engagement with the government, and ongoing dialogue with individuals with disabilities and civil society organizations, has emphasized the need for enhanced coordination among public service providers, and the reduction of bureaucratic impediments obstructing accessibility to too many individuals.
To this end, we are aiming for a comprehensive government resolution, which would launch a national plan for persons with disabilities, and mobilize different government agencies towards coordinated efforts, establishing set and agreed upon targeted goals within specified timeframes, while actively incorporating the input of individuals with disabilities, in policy formulation regarding their own lives.

Madam Chairperson,
As I conclude my opening remarks, I would like to thank you and the committee once again, for this opportunity to present The Commission for Equal Rights of Persons with Disability in Israel, and our ongoing efforts to promote and protect the rights of persons with disabilities.
We expect that effective dialogue with the Committee, will help us and guide us, in our sacred quest for achieving full equal rights for persons with disabilities, in all areas of life, with no exception. 
Thank you.
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